Shame, a Landmark of Education or a Sign of its Weaknesses? Case Study  by Albu, Gabriel
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  127 ( 2014 )  83 – 87 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Romanian Society of Applied Experimental Psychology.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.03.217 
ScienceDirect
PSIWORLD 2013 
Shame, a landmark of education or a sign of its weaknesses? Case 
study 
Gabriel Albu* 
Petroleum Gas University of Ploiesti, bd. Bucuresti, nr. 39, Ploiesti, Prahova, Romania 
Abstract 
Any social relationship has a moral substrate. Among the moral feelings that maintain and protect interpersonal relationships 
there is also shame. In reasonable amounts, shame contributes to the establishment, persistence and operation of a healthy secure 
social environment of mutual respect and self-respect. The study analyses the attitude of high school teachers (from Prahova 
County) towards the feeling of shame and its place and role in shaping the new generation. In school shame can be learned and 
instilled indirectly by the civilized behaviour of the teacher. 
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1. Introduction 
The depth and beauty of human relationship dwells, firstly, on its moral scaffolding. This gives it humanizing 
strength. As we know, one of the main functions of school/ education is to develop, cultivate and protect the moral 
basis of inter-human relationship. Among the feelings with a strong moral content is also shame. It cannot be 
avoided or denied by psychologists, sociologists or pedagogues.  
Thus,  for   Andreas  &  Andreas  (2008),  shame  is  “an  answer  to  the  breach  of  standards  of  another  person”  (p.  
197). Therefore, in their vision, “when we feel shame usually we fear being rejected or abandoned for these 
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breaches  of  external  standards,  be  they  real  or  imaginary”  (Andreas  & Andreas,  2008,  p.197).  As  we can  see,  the  
two specialists in Neuro-Linguistic Programming insist on two aspects: first, on the fact that shame determines us to 
subordinate (our behaviour) to a certain person; then, on the fact that the feeling of shame involves comparison to 
external standards. Therefore, it is as if shame would depend on the requirements and norms of an individual (to 
which the ashamed relates) and, also it is as if eternal standards are decisive.  Andreas &  Andreas (2008) come to 
the conclusion that by shame we remain dependent on someone else and – this way – we “depend on this someone 
for a feeling of identity” .It emerges that, in the opinion of the two North-American researchers, shame is eroding 
our autonomy, freedom and individuality.  
In his turn,  Cyrulnik (2012) states that the feeling of shame is a proof of morality that enlivens us (p. 12). He 
notes that “the ashamed on is an anti-Narcissus, his weapon being altruism (Cyrulnik, 2012, p. 24). The subject 
suffering from this uncomfortable feeling (that provokes “a conscious indisposition”, (p. 75) „stops his/ her own 
narcissist bleeding. Altruism and moral unite to kill the pervert Narcissus” (p. 24).The psychoanalyst remarks that 
“the minor shames or daily life prove that, in certain inter-subjective conditions, self-esteem can receive some 
blows. These short alterations reveal the development of empathy, of respect towards the representations of another, 
the point of departure for moral: «what will he/she think of me?»” (p. 76) and the emergence of an amiable 
cohabitation. In short, we cannot afford (simply) anything when we are forced to live together.  
By contrast, the unashamed have too weak a moral structure (even non-existent), are careless, have little (or no) 
scruples; they are not aware of actions that are wrong, offensive, disturbing, defiant, stupid and rude. The 
unashamed person – warns the famous British philosopher and publicist Scruton (2011) – is he/she who lives 
beyond judgment and only within the present moment – „cannot love or be loved. That person lives in a solipsistic 
void where there is neither meaning nor joy, but, at best, only pleasure” (p. 100). After all, „without shame and 
culpability our relationships would be only pure violence”, declares  Cyrulnik (2012) ( p. 76).   
As in the case of the other previously analysed authors, for Lazarus (2011) shame has at its basis social relations. 
More precisely, it is about the behaviour manifested in relation to another „that disagrees, whether that individual 
exists in reality, is suspected or is just an imaginary, fantastic presence” (p. 321). Irrespective of the state – be it real 
or imagined – of another, shame helps the individual „succeed in complying with the standard imposed by the Ideal 
Self in the future” (p. 322). 
As we can see, there emerges that the North American psychologist stresses more the comparison of the ashamed 
individual to the idealized (and internalized) image of self than on the representation of others regarding him/her. 
This leads to the conclusion that – in reasonable amounts – the feeling of guilt does not directly and automatically 
trigger  dependence  on  another  (even if  the  risk  stays  high).  The  feeling  of  shame puts  the  individual  firstly  in  an  
exigent relation with him/ herself and, secondly, in a harmonious relation with the demands and requests (both 
fluctuant and egocentric) of others. Different from other researchers preoccupied by the feeling of shame, Lazarus 
(2011) highlights that (along with sadness, anger, envy and fear) this feeling is specific to the adaptive effort of the 
human being. As guilt, shame „encourages the pro-social behaviour corresponding to high social standards” (p. 
326). It is highly important for „the intra-psychic and social functioning” (p. 261). 
As for the sociologist Scheff (2000, apud Jderu, 2012), he notices the importance of the feeling of shame „in 
maintaining and keeping social connections” (pp. 71-72). This is deemed essential for the engagement and stability 
of interpersonal relationships. 
Summarizing,  we can  say  that,  within  reasonable  limits,  shame is  a  feeling  that  forces  us  to  be  attentive  to  our  
thoughts, words, attitudes and behaviours. It shows us what our measure is in a certain professional, institutional and 
social context. It encourages us to have a decent language and behavior; it is the feeling that tells us when to stop, 
where we can no longer afford a certain behavior. Shame (always) draws our attention that we are not alone in the 
world. Without the necessary dose of shame, our social life would be invaded by nerve, cheekiness, vulgarity, 
opportunism, upstartism, shamelessness and imposture. 
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2. Micro-research. Data collection and processing 
We  have  tried  to  capture  the  vision  about  the  feeling  of  shame  of  a  group  of  100  subjects,  teachers  at  three  
national colleges in Prahova County (two from Ploiesti and one from a larger commune); a college has a technical 
profile, another is theoretic-humanistic and the other is agro-industrial. We have applied the questionnaire survey 
method. This included 3 items with pre-coded responses (in which subjects were asked to choose one option). The 
micro-research took place in March 2013. The structure of the sample was as follows:  
Table no. 1. The percentage of the main categories of subjects according to their seniority in education 
Seniority in education Number of teachers Percentage 
Between 1 – 5 years 7 7% 
Between 5 – 10 years 18 18%
Between 11 – 15 years 23 23%
Between 16 – 20 years 16 16%
Between 21 – 25 years 11 11%
Between 26 – 30 years 9 9% 
Over 31 years 16 16%
Total 100 100%
Table no. 2. The opinion of teachers regarding the role of shame in interpersonal relations * 
Seniority in education a. b. c. d. e. f. g. h. 
Between 1 – 5 years 28% 44% - - - 14% 14% -
Between 5 – 10 years 17% 39% 22% 5,5% 5,5% - 11% -
Between 11 – 15 years 22% 40% 22% 6% - 4% 4% 4% 
Between 16 – 20 years 19% 62,5% 12,5% 6% - - - -
Between 21 – 25 years 9% 46% 36% - - - - 9% 
Between 26 – 30 years 11% 34% 22% - - 22% - 11%
Over 31 years 31% 19% 6% 19% - 19% 6% -
Total 20% 40% 18% 6% 1% 7% 5% 3% 
* a. Contributes to the adaptation of individual behaviour to the specific of the social environment in which we live; b. Censors individual 
behaviour within interpersonal relationships; c. Alters the healthy development of the individual’s personality in his/ her interpersonal 
relationships; d. Degrades the interpersonal relationships; estranges the partners in a relationship; e. Destroys interpersonal relationships; breaks 
up partners in a relationship; f. Consolidates interpersonal relationships; brings together partners in  relationship; g. It does not affect 
interpersonal relationships; h. Other answers..... 
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Table no. 3. Teachers’ opinion on the place of the feeling of shame in the teacher-student relationship* 
Seniority in education a. b. c. d. e. f. g. h. 
Between 1 – 5 years 43% - - - - 14% 43% -
Between 5 – 10 years 50% 33% - - - - 11% 6% 
Between 11 – 15 years 26% 13% 9% 4% - 13% 35% -
Between 16 – 20 years 50% - 6% 6% - 19% 19% -
Between 21 – 25 years 73% - - - - 9% - 18%
Between 26 – 30 years 34% - 11% 22% - - 22% 11%
Over 31 years 44% - - 12,5% 6% 12,5% 12,5% 12,5% 
Total 44% 9% 4% 6% 1% 10% 20% 6% 
* a. Discourages the affirmation of the student; b. Consolidates the authority of the teacher; c. It is a means to trigger guilt; d. It is a means for 
indirect control; e. It shows the limits of school training; f. It is a pretext to encourage self-control; g. It is a feeling necessary to the unfolding of 
teaching act; h. Other answers... 
Table no. 4. Teacher’s opinion on the involvement of school in cultivating the feeling of guilt in the process of modelling a civilized behaviour * 
Seniority in education a. b. c. d. e. f. g. h. 
Between 1 – 5 years 28,5% 28,5% - 28,5% 14,5% - - -
Between 5 – 10 years 5,5% 22% 33% 33% - - - 5,5 
Between 11 – 15 years 17% 26% 9% 35% 9% - - 4% 
Between 16 – 20 years 6% 13% 25% 50% 6% - - -
Between 21 – 25 years - 18% 18% 46% - - - 18%
Between 26 – 30 years - - 33% 56% - - - 11%
Over 31 years - 6% 38% 44% 6% - - 6% 
Total 8% 17% 23% 41% 5% - - 6% 
*a. By imposing a clear and firm system of punishments; b. By promptly warning the student’s family; c. By protecting the student from 
embarrassing situations; d. By directly and explicitly warning he student; e. By letting the student experience the feeling of embarrassment for 
himself/ herself; f. By scolding, reprimanding and embarrassing the student in front of his/ her peers (colleagues, management, teachers, parents, 
etc.); g. By lowering the conduct marks; h. Other answers.... 
3. Comments and interpretations 
About the opinion of teachers regarding the role of shame in interpersonal relations, the data show that 40% of 
the subjects consider shame to be “censoring individual behaviour within interpersonal relations”; 20% believe 
shame „contributes to adapting individual behaviour to the peculiarities of the social environment”, and 18% believe 
it “alters the healthy development of the individual’s personality in his/ her interpersonal relations”. We can also 
observe that 7% of the subjects consider shame to be „consolidating interpersonal relations; draws closer together 
the partners in a relation”. 
Regarding the place occupied by shame in the teacher student relationship, from the information collected 
emerges that most subjects (44%) consider shame discourages the affirmation of students. 20% consider that it’s a 
“feeling required for the unfolding of the teaching act”, 10% that it is „a pretext to encourage self-control”, and 9% 
that it contributes to the „consolidation of teacher’s authority”. Consequently, the majority appreciates shame as an 
obstacle in students against fully manifesting their potential. This could mean a signal launched by most of the 
investigated teachers against putting too much stress on shame in their relation with students. One fifth yet considers 
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that  shame  is  necessary  to  the  good  functioning  of  school  life  and  that  without  it  teaching  would  no  doubt  be  
perturbed.  
Referring to the involvement of school in cultivating the feeling of shame, in shaping a civilized behaviour, it 
emerges that 41% of the questioned teachers consider school can participate in cultivating shame as part of decent 
behaviour by “directly an explicitly warning the student”; 23% think it can be done by „protecting the student from 
embarrassing situations”, and 17% by „promptly warning the student’s family”. No percentage was recorded for the 
variants: „by scolding, reprimanding and embarrassing the student in front of others (colleagues, management, 
teachers, parents, etc.)” and neither „lowering his conduct marks”. These last to variants do not constitute for the 
investigated teachers educative levers to cultivate shame. A very small percentage (5%) has been taken for „letting 
the student experience the ridicule for himself/ herself”. 
Analyzing the data from the perspective of teachers’ seniority, it emerges that the highest percentage (56%) was 
obtained by teachers with a seniority of 26 to 30 years whose choice was „directly and explicitly warning the 
student”; it was seconded by the category 16 to 20 years (50%) and that of 21 to 25 years (46%). It is interesting to 
note that the preferred variant for the teachers with over 31 years seniority in education is that in school shame can 
be cultivated by „protecting the student from embarrassing situations” (38%). It is the highest percentage obtained in 
comparison with other categories of seniority for the same answer. A special note is made by those with very little 
seniority (in between 1 and 5 years) who consider by 28,5% (the highest percentage in this option), that school my 
participate in cultivating shame by „imposing a clear an firm system of punishments” and in the same proportion 
(28,5%) that it may be cultivated by „directly and explicitly warning students” or by „promptly warning the family” 
(28,5%).
4. Conclusions and recommendations 
School cannot afford to ignore the existence of shame in younger generations. Preserving it, in reasonable 
amounts is favourable to civilized inter-human relations. It is recommended that any shameless act be not 
overlooked (according to the theory of „the broken window”), and the social context remain a constructive and 
cooperative one. Also the tendencies of over-dimensioning/ amplifying the feeling of trust will be discouraged. We 
believe society cannot limit uncivilized/ barbaric behaviours only by external control. Each individual may see his/ 
her own limits from inside, by the norms and values he/ she internalized through education. In school shame can be 
learned and instilled indirectly: by the civilized behaviour of the teacher; by encouraging common – sense and pro-
social attitudes; by stimulating self-exigency and appreciating civilized, generous, cultivated and delicate gestures; 
by honestly assuming regrettable words, acts and gestures.   
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